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Age as a variable: Continuous or categorical?
Sir, In a strongly worded letter, Mondal [1] affirms that age is indeed a number that can be categorized in groups. I agree.
In fact, I had stated at least 3 specific circumstances in which this may be desirable: For administrative purposes; when the data cannot be accurately recorded; and when the data are skewed. [2] A classical example for the categorization of continuous data is for public health purposes, as when patients are classified into pediatric, adult, and geriatric groups for health-care resource allocation; and in an allied context, for everyday descriptive purposes, as when people are referred to as being in their early twenties or mid-forties. The classroom cartoon in the letter [1] reflects this latter situation. However, there is a world of difference between a classroom in which research is talked about in conversational terms and a research article in which precision is expected because inferential statistical tests will be applied to the data.
Mondal [1] suggests that age can be viewed as a discrete variable because it is commonly expressed as an integer in units of years with no decimal to indicate days and presumably, hours, minutes, and seconds. If so, would ratings of psychopathology on various clinical scales or ratings of cognitive performance on various neuropsychological tests be considered discrete outcomes because no decimal ratings are assigned? Certainly not. The difference between ordinal data and data that are measured using an interval or ratio scale does not depend on the actual values recorded; it depends on the potential of the scale to accommodate decimal values. Whereas there may not be a benefit in excessive precision in recording age in adults, age in children is often expressed in months rather than years, so that the desired precision can be obtained, and age in neonates is expressed in days for the same reason.
The suggestion that education be categorized is suitable for administrative or everyday descriptive contexts. It is incorrect when education is treated as an independent variable the effect of which on outcomes is intended to be studied using inferential statistical procedures. The reasons were stated in my earlier article. [2] Operationalizing education in years is particularly useful when subjects complete extra courses, training, or diplomas at a horizontal level without gaining an additional degree.
There is no challenge at all in presenting continuous and categorical data in the same table, along with the appropriate inferential statistical results. In fact, this is commonly done. Any journal of good standing will contain plenty of examples.
Concluding with a note of humor, as Mondal [1] displays in his letter: Would he state his age as, say, "21-30" years in a job application or would he state a precise number?
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An innovative concept book guide for MBBS students
Sir,
The medical profession is considered one of the toughest professions to pursue anywhere in the world, yet it attracts thousands of enthusiastic students. In India alone, >60,000 students take up MBBS every year. [1] As students, these individuals will have a lot of new and possibly confronting experiences, and it is during these times that they might look toward books that can offer guidance and insight into the challenges faced by a medical student, especially real-life experiences from people who have transcended similar situations. There is, therefore, a need for books written by doctors for the future doctors sharing their experiences from their medical college days to offer a panoramic view of everything that lies ahead in the medical journey. Books have incredible power; they can make us empathize with a character, explore different perspectives on life, experience different emotions, and ultimately become wiser. Books can be a source of knowledge, inspiration, and relaxation. There are certain types of books that help strengthen motivation, and crucially, develop a better understanding of the people they will be caring for -because doctors deal with people, not just anatomy. With this in mind and with a desire to help build a 360° vantage point to these young doctors, a group of interested students at JSS medical college decided to come up with a book that meets such needs.
"The one thing I would like to tell you" comprises a compilation of messages for a medical undergraduate just beginning their medical journey. The contributors include doctors from various departments, former students, senior students, postgraduates, interns, nurses, and patients themselves so that every stakeholder is involved. It was conveyed that these people should convey just one message, the one piece of advice that they would like to pass on to the future generation of doctors in around 500 words. There is something about requesting people to stand behind that
